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“We should be concerned with improving the economic and social © : 
status of Blacks and womer. We cannot be assured tho* ~ ~*~~Je f----- 
... Will meet our full needs.” } 


“I am eighty years old; it is 
about time for me to be going. I 
have been forty years a slave 
. and forty years free, and would 
be here forty years more to have 
equal rights for all... 
I am glad to see that men are 
getting their rights, but I want 
women to get theirs, and while 
the water is stirring I will step 
into the pool.” 
SOJOURNER TRUTH, 1853 


Sojourner Truth, a Black woman, 
understood the need to be an activ- 
ist in the struggle for women’s rights 
as well as for Black rights. She rec- 
. ognized that. when people in her 
time spoke about women, they did 
not necessarily mean Black women. 
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Yet she, like some Black women to- 
day, understood that being Black 
and female was double discrimina- 
tion, and that the freedom of all 
women was the freedom of all men, 
that there could be no free men un- 
less all women were free. 

Today's Black women still suffer 
double discrimination and whether 
race or sex discrimination is ereater 
is open to debate. Recent efforts to 
improve the. status of minority 
workers have meant better jobs and 
higher earnings. for some Black 
women, but Black women as a group 
continue to earn less than any other 
segment of the society. According to 
the 1970 statistics of the Depart- 
ment of Labor, the median full-time 
yearly wage for White male workers 
was $9,104; for minority males, 
$6,598; for White women, $5,490; 
and for minority women, $4,674. 

The work profile for Black wom- 
en shows that we are more likely to 
be in the labor force than other 
women, to have less formal educa- 
tion, a higher rate of unemploy- 
ment and lower income than other 
White counterparts, and more likely 
to be in low-paying occupations. 


_ Therefore, as Black women, we 


should be concerned with improv- — 
ing the economic and social status 
of Blacks and women. We cannot 
be assured that a single focus—on.. 
either Black progress or women’s 
progress—will meet our full needs. 
As working mothers (30 percent 
compared to 10 percent for White 
women) we need adequate child 
care: facilities. We need equal em- 
ployment opportunities—job train- 
ing and job promotion as well as 
entry into non-traditional women’s 
jobs. We need educational oppor- 
tunities with special concerns for re- 
entry women, working women and 
poor women. We need the right to 
control our reproductive lives, ade- 
quate housing, and social justice. 

These are some of the same con- 
cerns of the women’s movement, a 
major force in the world today, and 
activist/feminist groups—the Na- 


.tional. Organization for Women 


(Now), National Women's Political 
Cauct, ‘nwpc), Women's Equity Ac- 
tion League (WEAL), League of 
Women Voters (Lwv)—are changing 
legislation, institutions and the 
“powers that be” to bring about 
changes, presumed to be beneficial 
to all women. 
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vate Black women to function at all 
levels in the community—identifying 
issues, devising strategies for solving 
problems, finding and encouraging 
women to run for office and seek ap- 
support and, more importantly, pointments to boards and commis- 
lobby for them. Could we hot gain — sions. 

more, faster, by working in coalition 4 In general, the group is working 
on issues with those who share our “to politicize Black women—in the 
concerns? fullest sense—to assure that the 

The women’s movement is stir- BJack community, functioning with 
ring the water and changes are be- the skills of Black men and Black 
ing made and will continue to be 
made. Even if we disagree on some 
emphases of the movemént, we 
should be there to give our input. 
The necessity «to assure that the 
Black perspective is heard.and in- 
cluded should outweigh the “I want 
no part of” arguments. 

And so, like Sojourner, Truth, 
while the water is stirring let us 
step into the pool. Let us work with 
the women’s movement, as well as 
with our own vital Black groups. 

Black women’s activist growpsiare « 
springing up around the country _ 
(San Francisco, New York, Chicago, af 
Baltimore, Detroit and tiny Davis, We are Organized, because we NEC: 
California—to name a few cities with ognize that only together, only by” 
functioning © organizations), “and“* pooling” our ‘talents and~ resources, - 
their growth indicates the emerging, can be make major change in the in- 
awareness of Black women, and now : stitutions | ‘which ‘have’ ‘Limited “our, 
is the time to step into. the pool, L opportunities and stifled our growth? 
Black women are.coming together as human beings. ¥ 
to..work out. problems—economic, We are For Action, because we be- 
political; ‘educational, social—from a lieve that’ the time’ for rhetoric is’ 
past; that the skills’of Black wonien’ 
can, best..be a: to tise in a variety 
of ways toc) ange “the society; that, 
in the political’ world ir’ which we? 
live, invdlvement ‘of: Black ‘women: 


Can we sit back and not be in- 
volved in these major societal 
changes? How do others know what 
our unique perspectives are if we 
are not there to articulate, discuss, 


survives and.progressés. 

The Bwoa statement of purpose 
highlights this commitment: 
We are Black, and therefore im- 
bedded in our consciousness is com- 
mitment to the struggle of Black 
people for identity and involvement 
in decisions that affect our lives and 
the lives of other generations of 
Black people who will follow us. 
We are Women, and therefore aware 


women because this society. has de: 
creed & place for ius" ith 


age. and support.each other; and to 
organize to force the changes’ which 
are necessary to. the survival of the 
Black community,..as well as the 
Black..woman. 

Black, Women Organized for Ac. 
tion. (BwoA) in. the ;San Francisco 
Bay area is-one of these groups. On 
January. 10, 1973 15 women an- 

swered the first call ta. assemble, 
Since’ that. time. membership has 
grown to over 400. 

. Bwoa. came into being as a vehicle 
for encouraging Black. women in the 
San Francisco Bay, rarea to ‘become 


raising and ‘into the full’ gaiiut® of 
activities. that make up ‘the pot itical 
process which affects’ all lives in so’ 
many ways, 

BwoA’ is structured’ to eritourage’ 
its members to “sharé leadership, 
work and‘ comimunity inyofvements. 


with” the sitigle exception Of ‘treasé 
uref. BWOA™ “operates ‘with! Coordisiat 


involved, .in eliminating both the tors—two or 
racism and sexism...which affects and serve. fo a‘thréé-miotith ee 
every facet of.life and to assist each During ’ ‘their ““quarter’”’'af lead er- 


other in realizing the Black woman's 
fullest potential. The group wanted 
‘to, go. beyond . programs focussed 
simply on electia individuals _ to 
office. and decided. to emphasize the 
need to educate, ee oni moti- 


ship, the codtdi tots “converie” ore 

ganize and moderate “thé: sindiithly 
meetings; respond to inquities about 
the’ organization; ’arid” function’ as 


Kkespersons for thé ‘group in’ con: 
fa with ete and the 


oR. Brogi we ay Tas gh 
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women honed..to.the sharpest: poitht, 


““" “Of thé sdmetimes’ blatant “waste “of ~' 
, the,stalents and - -energiés :@f,Black,.. range of committees designed to. 


' tion programs, Among the actions: 
must go beyond the traditional fund-: 


There are no “traditional” éffivers! 


thrée—who“Voliinteet = ‘wlio pl: ie 4 signifi: 


media. The committees are task 
oriented and composed of volun- 
teers who then select their own co- 
ordinators. The arrangement makes 
clear that a key to leadership (and 
“glory”’) is the willingness to work. 
In keeping with swoa’s philoso- 
phy of getting more Black women 
involved, Bwoa adopted member- 
‘ship qualifications that would allow 
participation by all those committed 
to the organization's goals—women 
with Little, or no money as well as » 
"those with fittle or ‘no ‘time,can and 
do belong to Bwoa. A member is 
one who pays dues or attends month- 
‘ly meetings or participates ona com- 
mittee; many members do all three. 
The membership dues range from 
$5.00 to $25.00 per year on an in- 
stallment basis, if necessary. Mem- 
bers pay whatever they can when- 
ever they can; many pay the fill |, 
$25.00. m 
Members can: select:from:.a wide . 


speak to individual interests and 
_,¢skills—Cable* TV, membership, pub-. 
Jic information, legislative and po- 
“Titical action, media, — ferhinist, 
health, education,...small.. business 
and employment. In addition, there 
are “special - “project” committees 
which are focussing on ctirrent ac- 


oo 


e An informhational. picketing 
of markets urging, a selective 
buying campaign | on General 
Mills . products. to. highlight 
the company’s: ‘poor utiliza- 
tion of’ wamient iand minori- 
ties, ‘ 

a Picketing oe athe San Fran- 
_ cisco Symphony and the local 
* musicians’ union’: to™ protest 

the’ Failute of the “orchestra 
“tO grant tenure ‘to ‘dutstand-. 
“the, nationally * Riiown'’ “tym- 
" panist Elayte*Jonés. - 

e A birthday: celebration ‘at the 
“site of the ‘Cucalyptus, trees 
"planted | by . Mary! «Ellen 
“Mamimy”™ Pléasant—a Btack 


je 


cant role in early California 
history by encouraging’ ‘the 
__ employment of Blacks in San 
’ Francisco, ‘fmancing “the: Un- 
,, derground Railroad and‘un-: . 
“‘derwriting the cost of John : 
Browii's: raid on ere 


en 


aM bisa & Glory 


3 


oo 


) i : i x - 
functioning 


women honed to the sharpest point, survives 


and progresses.” 
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Bwoa's membership is varied—the 
young (19) and the not so young (65- 
plus); the affluent ($50,000 per an- 
num) and those on welfare; the mili- 
tant and the conservative; the fem- 
inist- and the non-feminist; women 
of all colors and all manner of dress; 
married and single; parents and 
childless—a . bouquet. of Black 
women. 

Among their occupations: social 
worker, hotel maid, artist, account- 
ant, secretary, program direttor, 
nurse, city planner, journalist, fund- 
raiser, comptiter analyst, attorney, 
abortion counselor, consultant, re- 
porter, apprenticeship recruiter, 
personnel technician, actress, likrar- 
ian, and entrepreneur. Some are 
unemployed; some are students. All 
are workers for Bwoa and their va- 
riety gives the organization a unique 
talent: bank on: which to draw. 

BWOA activities include giving 
testimony to legislative bodies and 
commissions on a wide range of 
subjects important to the Black 
community; picketing and demon- 
strating; supporting Black women 
in business (such as arranging 
media‘ coverage. for. an Oakland- 
based sausage company owned and 
operated by Madeline “Bunch, .a 
Black woman—the coverage resulted 
in Safeway’s decision to include her 
product in area stores); supporting 
Black arts and artists (such as spon- 
soring “an opening night theatre 
party for “Don’t Bother Me, I Can’t 
Cope"); filing complaints and suits 
against California employers; organ- 
izing a talent bank of Black women 
whose skills and abilities can be put 
to use on boards and, commissions, 
in political office, in community 
training, monitoring the: activities 


‘of political structures which have 


important decision-making power 
(e.g., city councils, boards of super- 
visors, boards of education, Califor- 
nia commissions). i 

Bwoa has testified before the San 
Francisco Committee on the Status 


of Women, San Francjsco Cable TV 
Committee, San Francisco Board of 
Supervisors Housing and Develop- 
ment Committee, California Fair 
Employment Practice Commission 


and the California State Legisla- ~ 


ture’s joint Committee on Legal 
Equality. : 

It has sent letters to hundreds of 
individuals and organizations sup- 
porting Black community issues, 
and Bwoa members were quick to 
protest the Zebra “stop and search” 
program endorsed by San Francisco 
Mayor Joseph L, Alioto, and the 
unwarranted firing of an outspoken 
Black teacher, Yvonne Golden, 
against whom charges were filed by 
a member of the board of education 
and later dismissed by the courts. - 

These activities have only been 
possible because they have been 
shared activities. No “stars” speak 
in behalf of nwoa; whoever can 
spare the time writes the letter, 
drafts the testimony or volunteers 
to deliver the comments for the 
group; those who share the work, 
share the power. and the glory. 

BWOA is a part of the only state- 
wide coalition of minorities and 
women in California—and perhaps 
in. the nation—a_ coalition, con- 
cerned with affirmative action and 
equal employment opportunities. 
The group, with major assistance 
from a public-interest law firm, Pub~ 
lic Advocates, has filed complaints 
and suits, negotiated agreements 
and obtained consent decrees from 
major California companies. In ad- 
dition to Bwoa the coalition in- 
cludes: The National Organization 
for Women (Now), National Asso- 
ciation for the Advancement 


“Black women: 
of nd 


Colored People (NAAcP), the Ameri- 
can G.I. Forum, the Mexican-Ameri- 
can Political Association (MAPA), 
the Mexican-American Legal De- 
fense and Education Fund, the 


Spanish Speaking Unity Council 


and other organizations concerned 
with Native American and- Asians 
needs. _ 

One of the results of BWOA's pub- 
lic involvement has been a a steady 
stream of new’ members—coming 
into the organization because they 
see“ it as an action-oriented group 
prepared to work to meet, the speci- 
fic needs of Black women. As the or- 
ganization has grown, the need for 
communication has expanded and 
BWOA now has a lively newsletter, 
“wHat iv-15"” which highlights news 
of interest to the group. Initially 
started as a “jobs announcement” 
vehicle — spreading information 
abont employment opportunities in 
the San ‘Francisco area—the news- 


letter Kas broadened its focus to in- 


clude a variety of items of interest. 
Job ‘information is now circulated 
by the employment opportunity 
committee, and “clinics” on finan- 
cial management and resume prep- 
aration have been held to prepare 
members for improved employment 
prospects. a paid.” 

A’ major project’ was a 6ne-day 
conference, “Black” Women's Strate- 
gies for Independence—Action ‘74,” 
held in December, 1973 which 
aimed at determining the organiza- 
tion's priorities for 1974 and involv- 
ing Black women in the political 
process. Space was limited to 300 


‘registrants who were honored on a 


“first-come” basis. A $3.00 registra- 
tion fee inéluded lunch and all con- 
ference materials. Participants came 
from all parts of the state and from 
as far away as Washington and New 
York. Ten workshops were planned 
and coordinated by experts in their 
fields. The imaginative..workshop 
titles raised the interest of the area's 


ur 


““@ Black Woman, Power (Employ- 
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“No ‘stars’ speak ... whoever can’ 
spare the time writes the leiter .. . volunteers to 


deliver the comments. ... 
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...,tions for Political activity in behalf- 


“ments, sensitized police to the treat. 


Power and Glory... 


. Ment Opportunities) .. 
© Discriminatory : Effects of the 
_. , Hippocratic Oath "(Health 
_, , Status), ot, A abe 
@ Let George Stuff Envelopes .. , 
(Political Strategy) ._ . a 
_,@ Black Women and the Ivy- 
_ Covered Towers - (Educational 
Opportunities) - 
@ Must Sapphire Burn Her Bra 
(Black Women’s Rights) =~ 
@ $5.00 Down... (Consumerism) 
"| @ Justice Is in Drag (Women 
_.” Prisoners) , ue 
e Triple Jeopardy: . Black, Fe- “ 
male and Breadwinner (Wom- - > 
en Heads of Households) 

‘@ Horatio Alger. Will Not Admit. -- «© : 
a Black -Women (Economic Op- : 
'___ portunities) ; 3 

@ Mirror, Mirror ... . (Media '-. 
'_ and the Arts) adh ges 
_., Many Bwoa members . acted as 
panelists, and the conference pro- 
duced many new members for: 
. 'BWOA..” .. tis 
_ Out of Black Women. Organized - 
for Action have come ripples that 
.. have spread into waves. Black wom. 
“en, learning the skills of coopera- 
'. on in Bwoa, have formed poetry | 
_ Broups, joined in statewide coali- ~ 


TOGETHER | 


‘of women, addressed discrimination. 
in employment in police depart- 


. ment of women in rape cases and 
formed a child-care -services group, 
Creative Capers, and a. publishing». eo’ 

_ company, Sapphire Publishing Com: . ; 
pahy. | ts 


From community activity into 
economic activity; from 15. members 
to 400 in less than two years. Black — 
women, working together,. have .. 
stepped into the pool and are swim--: | 
ming ‘steadily into the stream: of . 
American “ life — determined to 
change ‘it Significantly to encompass : 
the needs and aspirations, of Black 
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